family court 2 for Maryland, or a single state tribunal with comprehensive subject-matter jurisdiction over cases arising from family breakups and those involving the status of children. Statistical data about family law case filings in Maryland confirmed the critical importance and dominance of this area of law. During fiscal year [1989] [1990] , domestic cases (not including juvenile matters) represented fifty-two percent of all circuit court filings. 3 The two study groups found that delay, inefficiency, duplication, fragmented jurisdiction, lack of coordination, lack of uniformity, lack of finality, lack of judicial interest and expertise in family law, and lack of access to the justice system, particularly for unrepresented and low-income litigants, all characterized the structure for resolving domestic disputes. 4 Representatives from both study groups conducted exhaustive background research about and made site visits to several states with unified family courts.' As a result of these efforts, both study groups recommended changes to Maryland's family justice system. They advocated for the creation of a single court with independent facilities and staff and empowered with comprehensive subject-matter jurisdiction over the full range of family law cases, including delinquency and dependency. 6 They also urged that case management techniques assign a judge with expertise in domestic matters to remain on a case from start to finish. 7 Finally, representatives of the study groups recommended that a family court offer certain services, such as mediation, and coordinate with other service providers within the community to address litigants' non-legal needs, such as domestic violence, substance abuse, and mental health issues, among others. 8 In states with family courts, this system reduced duplicative proceedings and inconsistent orders, saved time and money for the parties and the state, resulted in greater litigant satisfaction, and enabled a holistic approach to family legal problems. 9 tributed to the recognition of domestic disputes as important and deserving of independent, unique treatment."' 0 For the better part of the 1990s, family court advocates, including concerned citizens, family law attorneys, bar leaders, mediators, services providers, legislators, legal scholars, and the Maryland Attorney General, appeared annually before the Maryland General Assembly, including both the House of Delegates and the Senate, to testify in favor of proposed family court legislation and the recommendations for reform discussed above." While the proposed legislation often passed by an overwhelming majority in the House of Delegates, it never was called to a vote in the Senate Judiciary Committee; thus, it never was introduced on the Senate floor. Nonetheless, in 1996, the General Assembly passed legislation funding a pilot program family division in the Circuit Court for Baltimore City.
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Shortly after Chief Judge Bell's appointment in 1996, a handful of advocates supporting the creation of a family court met with him to explain the need for family justice system reform, the proposed legislative solution, and obstacles interfering with the passage of the legislation. After devoting a few weeks to study and understand the issues, Chief Judge Bell called the advocates together. He said the concepts in the proposed legislation made sense and that implementing this type of family justice system reform was the right thing to do. He gave the advocates his word that, if the proposed legislation failed, he would work to create a court rule to accomplish the same or similar results.
Indeed, due to some minor issues, the proposed legislation failed during the 1997 session of the Maryland General Assembly. True to his word, Chief Judge Bell that summer directed the Standing Committee on Rules of Practice and Procedure, along with a few individuals specially appointed to the committee, to begin work crafting a court rule designed to create a family division as part of the circuit court system. The Rules Committee's efforts resulted in the proposed Maryland Rule 16-204, signed by the judges of the Court of Appeals in January 1998, creating Maryland's family divisions. [ Vol. 72:1124 Maryland Rule 16-204 authorizes the creation of a separate family division of the circuit court in jurisdictions with more than seven resident judges.1 4 Those jurisdictions presently include Anne Arundel County, Baltimore City, Baltimore County, Montgomery County, and Prince George's County. The rule grants the family divisions comprehensive subject-matter jurisdiction over the following types of cases: divorce, annulment, and property division; custody and visitation; alimony, spousal support, and child support; paternity, adoption, termination of parental rights, and emancipation; criminal nonsupport and desertion; name changes; guardianship of minors and disabled persons; involuntary admission to state facilities and emergency evaluations; family legal medical issues; domestic violence actions; juvenile causes, including delinquency and dependency; and civil and criminal contempt. 15
Critical to the effective resolution of most family legal proceedings is an attempt to address any related underlying non-legal issues by providing or connecting the parties with supportive services.
6
Rule 16-204 addresses these services in two ways. First, it mandates that the family divisions provide certain services, including mediation, custody investigations, emergency response personnel, mental health and substance abuse evaluations, information services with assistance for unrepresented litigants, lawyer referral services, and parenting seminars." Second, the rule requires the appointment of a family support services coordinator by the County Administrative Judge in each family division to compile available community-based support services, coordinate those services with the family division, and report to the County Administrative Judge on the need for additional ser-
For each family division, the County Administrative Judge also has the responsibility to ensure that cases are heard expeditiously, meaning that appropriate judicial resources must be assigned to the family division. 1 9 To support this process, the County Administrative Judge also must identify cases within the family division that should be relative to the services. Maryland Rule 16-204 also addresses certain aspects of family law case handling in those many circuit courts without a family division, or those courts having less than eight residentjudges. 2 2 The rule requires that, subject to the availability of funds, certain family support services be available, including mediation, custody investigations, personnel to respond to emergencies, mental health and substance abuse evaluations, information services with assistance for self-represented litigants, lawyer referral, and parenting seminars.
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Further, the County Administrative Judge in these circuit courts is required to appoint a full-or part-time family support services coordinator, whose responsibilities are the same as those for this position within the family divisions.
24 Finally, the County Administrative Judge in jurisdictions without a family division also is required annually to prepare and submit to the Chief Judge of the Court of Appeals the report described above. 25 Immediately after the authorization of Maryland Rule 16-204, ChiefJudge Bell formed the Ad Hoc Committee on the Implementation of Family Divisions. The group included judges, court administrators, and an academic. The committee charge was to begin the strategic planning process for the judiciary as it operated according to the dictates of the new rule. Also instrumental in this process was the Committee of Family Law of the Maryland Judicial Conference.
One of the first steps in the strategic planning process was the creation of a mission statement and the identification of system values, both intended to guide the operation of Maryland's family justice system. In October 1999, the mission statement emerged:
The mission of Maryland's Family Divisions is to provide a fair and efficient forum to resolve family legal matters in a problem-solving manner, with the goal of improving the lives of families and children who appear before the court. To that end, the court shall make appropriate services available for families who need them. The court also shall provide an environment that supports judges, court staff and attorneys so that they can respond effectively to the many legal and nonlegal issues of families in the justice system. 26 Family justice system values and intended outcomes also were identified and included the following:
Preserving ly, followed by issues related to implementation of the standard and practical recommendations for judges and masters. In addition, the Performance Standards outline a comprehensive measurement system to chart a specific course to determine whether implementation of the standard is successful . Chief Judge Bell, in his preface to the Performance Standards, described their utility. He wrote:
The Performance Standards and Measures represent the values which inspired the creation of Maryland's family divisions, and offer a blueprint for future development. They represent the high standards to which we hold ourselves in serving Maryland's families, and the standard to which we expect others to hold us. The AOC [Administrative Office of the Courts] will be developing evaluation tools and protocols based on these Standards to assist the Judiciary in evaluating its performance. We look forward to the challenges these Standards represent. 
III. WHAT IS THE SIGNIFICANCE OF MARYLAND'S FAMILYJUSTICE SYSTEM
REFORM?
Maryland now explicitly approaches family law decision-making in a therapeutic, holistic, and ecological manner. 4 Chief Judge Bell has articulated the need for this approach: [W]e have finally come to realize, that the effective resolution of legal disputes within a family requires a fundamental shift from the traditional adjudication focus to a more holistic, therapeutic model that attempts to improve the lives of families and children in substantive ways. To achieve this new paradigm, there must be a confluence of access to coordinated and comprehensive legal and social services, efficient case processing and management, and a more widely accessible court system. What, then, is meant by this "holistic, therapeutic model" to resolve family law disputes? A holistic and ecological approach supports the following objectives: Accounting systematically for competing influences on families' and children's lives by means of an ecological approach to family law decision-making, which can help courts pursue strategies designed to establish and to strengthen connections among these influences and can enhance families' and children's functioning. As Chief Judge Bell has commented, this is a "new paradigm" in family law adjudication.
3 6 The need for this approach is clear, and the approach itself is sensible.
Further, "[a] therapeutic approach to family law decision making involves resolving legal disputes with the aim of improving the lives of families and children and maximizing the potential positive outcomes of court intervention."
7 Since the creation of Maryland's family divisions in 1998 and the commencement of the family justice system reform effort, countless numbers of families and children have had their family law cases resolved with attention to the whole picture of the family, with the goal of resolving the family's legal and underlying non-legal problems. Courts hearing their cases have connected these families and children with services they sorely need. Thousands of self-represented litigants have had access to the family justice system and have received help with their legal and non-legal issues. Courts have understood the need for a strong connection with the community, and judges themselves are viewed as true problem-solvers.
The vision and aim of family justice system reform efforts have made Maryland a national model and leader. left Maryland a remarkable legacy-"the wisdom of a family justice system that invests in early intervention, prevention, and treatment as a means to secure the future well-being of Maryland's children and families." 3 9 Family law cases still account for forty-one percent of Maryland's circuit court case filings-more than criminal and other civil cases." These cases are not going to disappear and are likely to continue to represent the greatest number of circuit court filings in the years ahead.
Thus, it is important for the Maryland judiciary to maintain a focus on family legal issues and to continue to assess the operation of the state's family justice system. Law schools must train students about the therapeutic, ecological family justice paradigm and how to practice effectively within it. The Maryland General Assembly must expand its funding to the judiciary in order to strengthen the progress made relative to the family justice system reform efforts. The justice system must remain sensitive to the changing needs of Maryland's families and children and must adapt and respond to those changes. Each professional whose work touches the family justice system in some way must understand the vulnerability of the families and children who come before the court. We must continue our work on behalf of Maryland's families and children, and we must make Chief Judge Bell proud of our continued accomplishments. Itjust makes so much sense. 
